
HUBERT PARRY

IN art, as in other branches of human activity, there is a tendency
for every age to react against the age that immediately preceded
it. This is natural enough and healthy enough, and it makes on
the whole for a just alignment of artistic values. Sooner or later
the pendulum swings back, and carries us with it, but it does not
leave us just where we were before. The first enthusiasm has been
tempered by the fire of criticism, and we see our poet or our com-
poser more steadily than we could otherwise have done ; we appre-
ciate his virtues, it may be, more soberly, but we can also make a
juster allowance for his shortcomings. In regard to Parry, the
time has not yet come for this critical appraisement; we are still
too near him, the dust of conflict has not yet cleared away. The
desire to write a few words about him now is therefore not prompted
by the hope of passing a verdict upon him that posterity will accept,
but by the less ambitious desire to introduce an element of sanity
into the discussion. For hitherto the indiscretion of his friends and
the zeal of his enemies have alike been excessive ; the latter, largely
represented by men of what one may call the faded revolutionary
type, have never forgiven him for being a person of importance in
his own day and for his audacity in winning Wagner's battles before
they had begun to fight them ; they have lost no opportunity to
sneer at him, and even now can scarcely bear to let him rest peace-
fully in his grave. His friends, on the other hand, have never
admitted the existence of shortcomings and inequalities which are
painfully obvious to any one who cares to read, and by this well-
intentioned but extravagant loyalty they have done great disservice
to one who would certainly have wished, like Cromwell, to be
painted " warts and all."

In considering Parry's work as a whole, we may do worse than
recall Mr. Arthur Symons' fine appreciation of G. F. Watts in his
Studies in Seven Arts :—

" There is a profound kind of originality which becomes so by its very-
refusal to take any of the obvious roads to that end. The style is not
in any complete sense the man, but rather the man, the spirit of the-
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HUBERT PARRY. 95

man, pervades his work with a kind of self-abnegation, resolute to speak
• the language of great art,' and that language only, no matter who may
have spoken it before, with indeed a grateful humility towards all those
who have spoken it."

These words might equally well have been written of Parry, and
they contain the reason why Parry's music makes only a limited
appeal to the present generation. Style and personality lie at the
core of all true art, but this age, erecting them into a fetish, has
lost sight of their real significance—the significance they had for
Parry. We have come to mean by personality merely that which
differentiates a man from his fellows ; essentially it means a great
deal more than that ; it includes the whole character of the man ;
not merely his idiosyncrasies but bis common humanity; that
whioh he shares with other men, as well as that which is peculiar
to himself. And, falsely narrowing the conception of personality,
we have likewise narrowed the conception of style, which is too
often taken to mean merely some trick of pen or brush, some ex-
ploitation of mannerism that shall cause a man's work to seem not
as other men's works are, and so pass for originality. For Parry,
style means simply the most skilful adaptation of means to ends.
This view of it, implicit in his composition, is explicit in his his-
torical and critical writings, more particularly in his book Style in
Musical Art, which is virtually a historical compendium of musical
technique analysed from this point of view. For such a man there
could be only one artistic ideal—to be in the tradition ; he would
either float on the main stream, or not float at all. To paddle in
a lonely backwater could have been no temptation to him, for he
could never have persuaded himself, as lonely paddlers must, that
their backwater is the ocean. He lacked the spiritual arrogance
that is necessary to make such an illusion possible.

Before we pass to the further consideration of Parry the com-
poser, let us pause for a moment to consider Parry the man. He is
a mass of contradictions, for he is at once eminently characteristic
of his age, and emphatically at variance with it. In appearance
he was typically Victorian, large, bluff, and violent. Like other
Victorians he took a profoundly ethical view of things in general,
and was disposed to believe that the best of everything, spiritual
and otherwise, was to be found in Germany. This^ethical idealism
he combined with a hatred of creeds and dogmas, and a complete
renunciation of theological belief; for the pietistic and quietistio
aspects of religion, again, he seems to have had little sympathy or
understanding. In all this, as already stated, he was a typical
product of his age. It is when you turn to his political beliefs
that you become aware of a discrepancy. He was a Radical in
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96 MUSIC AND LETTERS.

the days when Radicalism was a cause that no real gentleman
could espouse. Conservatism we knew and Liberalism we knew :
they might differ about Free Trade, but they agreed in accepting
the industrial system as a natural and proper development of the
social order. Of course there were some who questioned it, but
they were dirty dogs—socialists, anarchists, and people of that
kind. They did hot count. But here was someone who was not
a dirty dog, but a member of a well-known West Country family,
educated at Eton, of good address, alive to the virtues of old port,
who yet refused to believe that all was for the best in the best of
all pdssdble worlds, and, we gather from his friends, voiced his
disbelief in no uncertain terms. No wonder he was felt to be
something of a problem. Moreover, to make matters worse, he
had graduated as Bachelor of Music before leaving school—and we
must remember that in mid;Victorian England art was by no
means spelt with a capital.A. The President of the Royal Academy
made a decent livelihood out of his pictures, no doubt, and Mr.
TennyBon was a beautiful gentleman whose poems were much
admired by the Queen. But music—no ! All very well for
foreigners.

Well, that has been largely changed now. The man of business
does not look up to the artist as to one frankly his superior, as he
does (or did) oh the Continent. But he does tolerate him as a
sort of chartered lunatic, and to please him he even pretends to
treat him as an equal, though in his heart of hearts, of course, he
knows better. If this change in the status of the musician is now
an accomplished fact, if the composer or the conductor knows that
when he goes to dine in the houses of the great he will not be sent
to take his place above the parson but below the valet, to feed on
cold beef and small beer instead of quails and champagne, let him
remember that it is Parry more than any one else whom he has to
thank for it. This alone should entitle Parry to the respect and
gratitude of all musicians, be their opinion of his music what it
may. For he did not get his way without a struggle. However,
that is a digression, though not an unimportant one; what we
have to remember is that Parry is in himself a twofold contra-
diction ; Parry the Victorian idealist has to be offset against Parry
the political rebel, and this rebellious, protesting Parry in turn
has to be squared somehow with Parry the musical Conservative,
the staunch upholder of tradition. As we shall see, this conflict
of tendencies had a strong influence on his music, particularly the
music of his later period. We shall return to this later; before
doing so, it will be as well to consider his music generally under the
twofold aspect of Form and Style.
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HUBERT PARRY. 97

His style, it may be said at once, is not superficially an attractive
one. He scarcely ever writes a good tune in the sense in which,
for instance, Pureell, Schubert and Brahms write good tunes—the
kind of tune that can make you enjoy a work for sheer musical
delight in its subjects, apart from the interest that may be aroused
by their treatment, and even in his finest musical declamations,
there is hardly a trace of the true lyrical rapture. His rhythm is
often too square, and too heavy footed ; his energy is apt to spend
itself in mere bustling semiquavers; he gives us neither the
dynamic insistence of Beethoven nor the subtle intoxication of
which many modern composers have discovered the secret. His
harmony, again, is staid and unadventurous—not at all the kind
of thing we are accustomed to in these days of aural tdtillation.
All these limitations hit you right in the face at the outset; it is
only on a deepening acquaintance that you realize you have got a
good deal less than half the picture. With many composers you
gradually become aware that they have the defects of their quali-
ties. With Parry the process is reversed; it is only by degrees
that you discover him to possess the qualities of his defects. TTin
melody may not give the rapturous thrill that one gets from the
great lyric writers, but it has a singular dramatic truthfulness, it
follows both the sense and the accentuation of the words with a
fidelity that no English writer before him had ever approached;
it has moreover a sustained power, it does not expend itself in a
single outburst. And (on the negative side) it is never sickly or
mawkish. Hi a rhythm, again, so stiff and heavy in his instru-
mental works, becomes quite a different thing in his best choral
writing. It has the dignity and spaciousness appropriate to the
choral style, something that is essentially architectonic, and is
concerned in some indefinable way with the management of climax,
quite as much as with the manipulation of metre and accent. I t
is rhythm in the larger reaches, of which " Blest Pair of Sirens "
is a well-nigh flawless example. His harmony, as we said, is not
in itself of particular interest; its chief characteristic is a free use
of accented passing notes and diatonio discords, which gives it
great strength—the kind of strength one finds in the opening of
the overture to " Die Meistersinger," whose first twenty-five bare
or so might almost have been written by Parry. It is probable
that we shall accept harmony of this kind more readily a few
years hence than we do to-day, when, as M. Vincent D'ludy ob-
serves, we have erected a process into a principle, and harmonic
research has become the starting point from which nearly all our
young composers set out to conquer new worlds. Parry could not
conceivably be the vogue to-day ; for him, harmony is not a master
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but a servant, merely one element in music that has to be viewed in
ite true perspective with the other and (in his view) more vital
elements of melody, rhythm, and texture—and one might add, of
form. For if there is one thing in Parry's treatise on style that
one feels disposed to criticise, it is the divorce of form and style.
At first sight it. seems as if one could simplify the problem by
keeping them apart, but the deeper one goes into it, the more
conscious one becomes of their mutual interaction, and of the per-
plexities in store for the composer who thinks that form is a
problem capable of being treated in isolation. But that is by the
way; it is of Parry the composer that we are now speaking, not
Parry the critic. It is of form, however, that something must
now be said.

It is generally agreed that it is by his choral works that Parry
stands or falls. In the instrumental writings you rarely get the
real Parry ; his melody lacks inspiration, his rhythm lacks freedom
and vitality; the interest hangs too largely on the elaborate de-
velopment of themes not inherently attractive. The appeal is too
exclusively to the intellect; .the work, in short, is academic. More-
over Parry's failure in the matter of orchestration is proverbial;
he could never free himself of the polyphonic habit of thought
sufficiently to treat the orchestra (as it must be treated) in mass.
In bis theoretical writings he recognizes this problem of orchestral
texture very frankly, and discusses it with great insight, but his
own compositions offer no practical solution of it. I t is not likely,
therefore, that his orchestral and chamber works will ever be
revived to any considerable extent, though here and there one
finds some really splendid ideas—notably in the E minor variations
for orchestra, where a fine incisive theme is treated with great
breadth and dignity. As regards his choral music, there is no
doubt that what stands in the way of more frequent hearing is the
form in which much of it is cast. A great deal of his best work is
buried in the discredited oratorio form, and a good deal more in
semi-sacred cantatas of an alarmingly ethical character and rather
unmanageable dimensions. This choice of form is due partly to
his inclination, partly to his environment. As we have seen, he
was sufficiently under Teutonic influence to lean naturally to
subjects of a didactico-religious nature, while he was sufficient
of a Victorian to accept the quasi-dramatic oratorio as a normal
and satisfactory institution. Moreover, much of his work was
specially written for provincial festivals, and the devotion of the
English provinces to oratorio was even more unswerving then than
it is now. So it is not surprising that Parry wrote largely in this
and kindred forms. To us to-day this form seems merely a fatuous
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attempt to compromise between the humanity of the stage and the
respectability of the church, and it is difficult to believe that King
Said, Judith, or even Job—the shortest of the three, and in many
ways the finest—could be revived, in London at any rate, with
hope of success. Yet, as was said, they contain some of his best
music, both as regards the choral writing (Parry's choral technique
is always irreproachable, whatever his orchestration may have
been) and the solo work, where the narrations of Judith and the
lamentation of Job reveal the composer's power of sustained melodic
declamation at its very highest; in particular, the passage be-
ginning " Man that is born of woman " is one to which the most
stolid can hardly listen unmoved; the highest praise one can give
is to say that the melody here is worthy of the words which inspired
it. Judith is in its way the most characteristic thing he ever wrote.
Who but Parry would have thought of welding the stories of Judith
and Manasseh together and presenting them as an oratorio, with
a preface apologising for the " sanguinary catastrophe " of the
story, and laying stress upon its aspect as a popular movement ?
And the astonishing thing is that under his hands it really does
take on that aspect; the dominant impression left by it is one of
a winning naivete and homeliness in which every character in the
piece, including Moloch himself, becomes a sort of personal familiar,
whose immolations and other terrifying experiences excite in us
the same vivid and sympathetic interest as the adventures of Diok
Whittington or Little Red Riding Hood. Just look at Manasseh's
soliloquy, " What dread my soul possesses ! What helpless fear
and anguish " ; at the ensuing chorus (priests of Moloch), " Bring
now the children " (one'almost hears the whispered aside, " What
a good fire you have, Granny ! " " The better to roast you on,
my dear I "), at the chorus " Crown we the stainless victims," at
Manasseh's solo, "When Israel transgressed, and-wandered from
God's way," at his triumphant outburst, " God breaketh the
battle "—who can read these without a feeling as of something
intimate and domestic, which we love the more because we cannot
refrain from smiling at it. There are other works for which we
admire Parry more, but none by which he so endears himself as
this, none in which he takes us so completely by surprise—or is
it we who take him by surprise, discovering his childlike simplicity
of heart when he least expects it ? Who would have dreamt of
finding in this eminent Victorian the same innocence of soul that
is so loveable in Heinrich Schiitz ?

As a song writer at any rate Parry needs no apology, and even
if his larger works continue to slumber on the shelf, there is no
reason why the ten volumes of " English Lyrics " (now all pub-
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lished) should not keep his memory green. The choice of words
in these songs reveals a catholic and fastidious literary judgment;
they cover a very wide range of mood, which is faithfully repro-
duced in their settings, whilst in the scrupulous observance of the
verbal rhythm (always a difficulty to the English composer, owing
to the subtle emplacements of stress which are part of the genius
of the language) he is, as ever, a model to all composers. And here
as elsewhere his writing is curiously individual—one says curiously,
because his style is so devoid of tricks that when one comes to define
ite characteristics one is compelled, as we have seen, to fall back
largely on negatives. Yet there is scarcely a page in his entire
works that is not plainly and unmistakeably Parry. Indeed, if one
has to criticise his songs, that criticism must be that his style is
too inflexible, that the wide difference in the styles of the poets he
has set is not reflected by a- corresponding (though necessarily a
smaller) difference in the style of the music. It is quite open to
question whether this is a fair criticism ; certainly the problem is
one that has only been raised in quite recent times, and it is one
towards which composers ha.ve taken up widely different attitudes.
It is very possible to maintain that a song is a single artistic creation,
of which (provided the prevailing mood be appropriate to the
words) you are entitled to ask no more than that it shall bear the
sign-manual of the composer. Of this view Parry's songs prove
him a representative. Other composers, like Butterworth and
Vaughan Williams (or, to take a foreign instance, Hugo Wolf)
show themselves more sensitive to the need for realizing in their
songs not merely their own style, but to some extent the style of
their poet. Mark the difference, for example, between the " Songs
of Travel " and the " Mystical Songs " ; each is unmistakeable
Vaughan Williams, but each again is a modified Vaughan Williams
as compared with the Vaughan Williams of the " Sea Symphony."
And there are yet other composers, whose aim when setting words,
appears to be simply to bring out all there is in those words ; they
are content to merge their own personality for the time being in
that of the poet. Here one might take John Ireland as an example ;
" Adoration " is singularly true to Symons, " If there were Dreams
to sell" to Beddoes, but would one guess that the two songs were
by the same hand ? Probably not, and probably their composer
never intended that one should. In any case, each of thesethree
attitudes is theoretically capable of defence; if the present writer
inclines to the middle one, that is no more than a personal opinion,
and a criticism based merely on a personal opinion is only offered
for what it is worth.

I t cannot be denied that Parry's biter work, taken all in all, is
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HUBERT PARRY. 101

a disappointment, that it fails to fulfil the promise of his early
maturity. The author of " Blest Pair of Sirens" and " The
Glories of our Blood and State," of " Job " and " Judith," did not
go from strength to strength as the greatest composers have done.
For this it is not difficult to see a twofold explanation. In the
first place, by accepting the Directorship of the Royal College of
Music in 1894, he incurred an administrative responsibility heavy
enough in itself to tax all his powers—certainly heavy enough to
prevent him from bringing to his creative work that intense con-
centration of faculty which it demands. Here, at the risk of over-
stepping the limits of musical criticism, one must record the
conviction that he had no business to accept that appointment.
His business was to write music ; there were, one gathers, no
financial embarrassments to prevent him devoting his life to that
purpose, and that he failed to do so is more than a matter of merely
personal regret. He may have been, as his friends aver, a very
distinguished holder of the office ; it would be quite out of place
to discuss that question here. The point is that other distinguished

' holders of the office could equally well have been found ; adminis-
trative capacity is by no means rare, whilst the creative faculty,
in the measure in which Parry had it, is extremely rare, and the
routine duties of an official appointment should never have been
allowed to interfere with its untrammelled exercise. That his
choice was dictated by any unworthy motive, of course, cannot be
suggested for a moment; the suggestion is only worth mentioning
in order to dispose beforehand of possible misconception. But we
do say that his acceptance of the post was a very grievous error of
judgment, and that he would have done far greater service, both
to his country and to music in general, by declining it. It is to
this cause that we must attribute the want of concentration so
apparent in much of his later work—the diffuseness and inequality
of the musical thought, the fitfulness of the inspiration, and even
certain mannerisms of style, an over-partiality for sequential
writing for example, and a mechanical habit of building up a climax
stepwise over a dominant pedal.

Apart from all this, however, it is donbtful whether he could
ever have fulfilled adequately the task he set himself in his Liter
writings, which was nothing less than to make music the embodi-
ment of his whole philosophy of life. This, as was said above, was
mainly of a religious, or as-we should rather call it now, an ethical
character. Religion for Parry meant largely the regulation of
man's conduct to man ; it was a matter of character and works,
not of theology or mysticism. Moreover, he was keenly alive to
the existence of injustice, poverty, and oppression, and very deeply
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angered by the prosperity of the oppressors ; at the same time he
was a good enough Victorian to hope and believe that sometime,
somehow, all would work out for the best. He was a genuine
idealist, but his idealism was not afraid to face unpalatable truths.
How he eventually wove these different strands of belief together
may best be judged from the poem " The Vision of life," the words
of which are by himself, whilst their musical setting constitutes his
most ambitious work, though it cannot be regarded as his master-
piece. This same ethical idealism is reflected in most of his later
subjects, in the E minor Symphony, for example, where such
headings as "Work," "Play," "Strife"* are prefixed to the
different movements ; or in such choral works as " The Love that
Casteth out Fear," " The Soul's Ransom," " Beyond these Voices
there is Peace," as well as in the last motets, to which he has given
the collective title " Songs of Farewell." Of these, two at least,
" There is an Old Belief " and " Never weather-beaten Sail," have
a resigned spiritual beauty hardly touched elsewhere in the whole
range of musical literature. But as a whole, this later music does
not voice the message he wanted to convey; his style is not equal
to the demands made upon it. It retains its old strength and
austerity, but the intentions of the composer have moved far
beyond the limits of " Prometheus " or " Job," whilst bis vocabu-
lary has not extended at all. His musical conservatism has been
too much for him ; he has not been able to weld his style into an
instrument of such infinite sublety, flexibility, and expressiveness
as would be needed for the translation of this philosophic survey
of human affairs into terms of music. TTis failure is by no means
complete; in many places, besides the motets above mentioned,
he does touch a depth unsounded in the earlier works ; but in
between them are long stretches where the creative energy flags.
In so far as his failure is due merely to a refusal to bow to his own
limitations, it is a noble failure, a failure more admirable and more
inspiring than many another man's victory. But one feels all the
time that but for the energy consumed in official duties which he
was under no obligation to assume, he might have come very much
nearer success than he did.

A word should be said in conclusion about his critical and his-
torical writings. It is on these, as Mr. Dent pointed out recently,
that his reputation abroad mainly rests, but though they are
widely known in this country, it is doubtful if we have yet assessed
them at their full value. The erudition of the man is remarkable,
and so unobtrusive that you scarcely realize as you read what an

* I quote from memory, the soore of this work being apparently not yet pnb-
luhed.
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enormous amount of material he has contrived to pack into so
short a space. Almost any one of them—the book on musical
evolution, the book on style, the volume of the Oxford History—
contains enough matter to form the basis of a volume double the
size. And he has the true historical perspective ; he sees facts
and tendencies not in isolation but in correlation with other facts
and tendencies ; and though his penmanship is not highly finished,
he has a rare gift of lucid exposition. Naturally, his serious cast
of mind and his reverence for tradition are reflected in his historical
outlook; his reverence for the giants leads him to put perhaps too
modest a valuation on the work of the pioneers and explorers, the
Monteverdes, the Purcells, the Scarlattis. But against this must be
set his championship of Wagner in the days when Wagnerism was
by no means the respectable cult it has since become. It must
also be remembered that a widespread re-adjustment of musical
values has been taking place these last fifteen or twenty years;
French, Russian, and other traditions have sprung up to challenge
the Teutonic supremacy, and the war has given a forced and some-
times a chauvinistic impetus to movements that were originally a
natural and spontaneous growth. Violent passions do not make
for sanity of judgment, and in another twenty years a calmer
revision will probably show that Parry's scale of values is nearer
the truth than many of us to-day are inclined to admit. In the
meantime let us pay him the tribute that is due for his wide intel-
lectual grasp, his dignity of mind, his devotion to what he con-
ceives to be the highest; above all, perhaps, for his contemptuous
rejection of all that is merely sensuous or merely sensational. Be
certain too that if you search you will find these qualities inherent
in his musio as well as in his writings ; in whichever capacity you
take him, he is better as a friend than as an acquaintance. Of how
many composers to-day can one say as much ?

R. O. MOBEIS.
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